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Social and scholarly discourse on the AIDS epidemic consistently foregrounds the 
harrowing terror of bodily demise and ultimate mortality, eclipsing the disease’s less tangible 
agonies and rendering them peripheral in public imagination.1  A perfunctory reading of its 
depiction in the visual arts might evoke a similarly reductive conception; in images of person(s) 
with AIDS (PWA), their intimations of psychological distress often appear as symptoms of 
morbidity, as horrified responses to the emaciated, blemished body of the terminally seropositive.2  
Corporeality and mortality continue to define the visual legacy of the twenty-year AIDS crisis, 
transcending its profound psychological dimensions in favor of those more concrete.  Buried 
within this language of death, however, lies a latent iconography of disclosure that illuminates new 
complexities of the disease and its contagion, in particular the divisive issues of sexual and medical 
privacy.   Transmitted predominantly in the U.S. through anal sex between men, AIDS implicated 
homosexuality in the most dangerous and contentious of ways, legibly signaling what was for many 
a reckless involvement in deviant carnal encounters.  Gay identity therefore occupied a uniquely 
vulnerable position in the landscape of the AIDS crisis, as the disclosure of homosexuality would 
certainly connote sexual deviance and promiscuity, if not full-blown seropositivity.  The preexisting 
stigma of homosexuality, already widely seen as a mark of utter perversion, now bore the equally 
repugnant stigma of venereal contamination, making it all the more risky to express an alignment 
with either “affliction.”  The cultural conflation of these stigmatic identities—gay and 
seropositive—features prominently in the visual art of the 1980s and 1990s, which regularly depicts 
homosexuality and AIDS as existing within a mutual and often visibly terminal subject.  The works 
                                                
1 Though technically considered the “HIV/AIDS epidemic,” I am choosing to follow the rhetoric of my 
research in referring to this period as the “AIDS epidemic”; as this latter acronym designates the syndrome 
that presupposes an HIV infection, it seems a sufficient label for its twenty-year contagion.  
2 “Seropositive” is a medical term referring to the presence of virological antibodies in an individual’s 
blood serum.  In the context of this paper, it describes a positive result in an HIV antibody test, 
indicating an individual’s HIV virus; its inverse, “seronegative,” thus refers to the opposite state, 
meaning the absence of HIV in an individual’s blood serum.    
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examined in the present paper are no different in this regard, yet they deviate from the 
conventional fixation on death to foreground a different paradigm.  Oscillating between thematic 
poles of hiddenness and transparency, they collectively illuminate a binate iconography of secrecy 
and overtness on par with the significance of illness and mortality; they challenge the prevailing 
public memory of the crisis by foregrounding disclosure, not death, as their paramount tenor, 
evocatively suggesting that its psychosocial burden might have, for many, transcended that of 
ultimate demise.3    
 
Abundant scholarship and countless exhibitions have explored representations of AIDS 
and homosexuality in the visual art of the 1980s and 1990s, yet few have deviated from the 
ontological focus on illness, mortality, and the activism they inspired.  In 1989, documentary 
photographer Nan Goldin—an artist —curated a group show entitled “Witnesses: Against Our 
Vanishing,” which she described as a “collective memorial” for the creative lives of artists killed by 
HIV/AIDS.4  Nearly twenty-five years later, this fixation on death continues to structure, or at the 
very least motivate, the majority of shows displaying AIDS-related visual art.  In 2012, for example, 
the GLBT History Museum presented “Life and Death in Black and White: AIDS Direct Action in 
San Francisco, 1985-1990,” an exhibition of five “queer” photographers who documented the mass 
fatality and militant activism of their own community.5  As a genre of discourse in and of itself, 
AIDS activism represents a popular—and arguably over-exhausted—focal point of critics, scholars, 
and curators alike, who sweepingly fail to connect homosexual disclosure with an artistic 
                                                
3 I acknowledge that a binary structure can feel forced and limiting in commanding a central argument, but I 
believe it provides a useful framework for deconstructing dynamics of homosexual disclosure.  My intent is 
not to oversimplify such an issue, but rather to alert the reader’s attention to what I believe is a critical 
dichotomy, and one particularly useful in revising the prevailing AIDS discourse of illness and death.   
4 Nan Goldin, ed., “In the Valley of the Shadow,” in Witnesses: Against Our Vanishing, (New York: Artists 
Space, 1989), 5.  
5 “New Photography Exhibition at GLBT History Museum Focuses on History of AIDS Activism,” The 
GLBT Historical Society, February 29, 2012, accessed February 6, 2015, 
http://archive.constantcontact.com/fs029/1101960178690/archive/1109418908249.html.  
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iconography.  This does not mean to suggest that issues of revelation have been ignored entirely; 
innumerable books and articles offer analyses of gay disclosure as it existed during the epidemic, yet 
they overwhelmingly assume a social or theoretical, rather than artistic, approach.   When themes of 
visibility do receive consideration, it is marginal or auxiliary to the conventional ontological 
arguments of bodily demise and ultimate mortality.  Since the onset of the AIDS crisis in 1981, 
related discourses have typically foregrounded activism and death as the era’s paramount themes, 
effectively distorting our notions of the crisis by vastly understating its psychosexual dimensions.  
An enlightened conception of the tumultuous period hinges upon a reinterpretation of its artistic 
conventions, and no study to date has used as its primary lens the disease’s impact on homosexual 
disclosure—a dilemma so profound that, for many, it surely rivaled the threat or torment of 
imminent death.  In applying this perspective, I hope to illuminate latent dynamics of visibility 
heretofore transcended by themes of mortality, and vastly unexploited as a commanding frame of 
visual analysis.  
Each of the nine artists invoked in this study has a personal connection with the issue of 
AIDS.  Whether through their own homosexuality, seropositivity, or that of a friend or loved one, 
these artists engaged with AIDS so intimately and consistently that they became proficient in the 
language of its condition.  Each developed a remarkable understanding of the emotional 
dimensions of terminal illness, and more specifically, the psychosocial turmoil of infectious venereal 
disease.  Their stories and sensibilities exist at the center of their collective aesthetic, made manifest 
in artworks that delve deeply into the homosexual psyche as it existed during the AIDS epidemic.   
Considered collectively, their works fluctuate between thematic poles of hiddenness and 
transparency, which organizes the present study.    
The ten selected works are analyzed in two sections reflecting this dichotomy, both 
containing a total of five pieces by five separate artists.  Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs alone 
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appear in both categories with highly oppositional pieces, but each of the eight remaining works 
belongs to a different artist.  In the iconography of secrecy; Mapplethorpe’s peers include Hugh 
Steers, Patrick Webb, Bill Jacobson, and Albert Winn; in the overtness grouping, his photographs 
appear with works by Nan Goldin, Mark Chester, Mark Morrisroe, and Rosalind Fox-Solomon.  
Within this overarching division, each work engages its respective iconography in notably distinct 
ways, either employing different visual devices, or emphasizing a common trope to varying extents.   
Themes of secrecy tend to rely upon the use of different visual devices, conveyed in 
some works through environmental seclusion, and in others through visual ambiguity and 
uncanniness.  They are thus organized and analyzed accordingly, presented in this paper under 
headings that reflect these modes of expressing covertness.  This does not mean to suggest mutual 
exclusivity; seclusion and uncanniness often interact with one another, so their demarcations 
function broadly as a guiding structure to enhance reader understanding.   
Quite differently, conventions of overtness consistently utilize the canonical trope of the 
gaze, yet in each individual work, it manifests in different ways and to varying extents.  To 
accommodate fluctuations in the use of a shared strategy, I organize the overtness category based 
on the degree of confrontation in each work’s respective gaze, which seemed the most conducive 
to exploring dynamics of disclosure.  Beginning with the mildest gaze and ending with the most 
glaring, these works embody a thematic spectrum of overtness ranging from understated 
candidness to unapologetic brazenness.  Through physically juxtaposing visualizations of 
concealment and transparency, I aim to encapsulate the transcendent iconographic binary of AIDS-
era visual art, and, more importantly, the psychosocial dilemma that principally underlies it.   
 
Homosexual Stigma and Disclosure in a pre-AIDS Society  
 
In order to understand the psychosocial complexities of privacy and disclosure in the time 
of HIV/AIDS, one must first acquire a foundational understanding of homosexuality and its 
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accompanying stigma, which arguably finds its roots in early psychopathology.  Prior to the early 
1970s, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) sweepingly characterized homosexuality as a 
psychopathological condition.  In the first edition of their Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-I; 1952), they classified homosexuality as a “sociopathic personality disturbance”; 
relisted in the second edition (DSM-II; 1968) as a “sexual deviation,” homosexuality appeared in the 
same taxonomy as fetishism, pedophilia, transvestitism, exhibitionism, sadism, and masochism.6  
Mid-century mental health professionals typically shared the etiological conviction that adult 
homosexuality resulted from disordered psychosexual development in childhood, making it 
extremely difficult to ‘cure’ or treat.  Homosexuality thus shared the stigma of legitimate mental 
illness, positioning the abject homosexual as inherently sick and necessarily different from the 
general heteronormative population.  During this period of pathological sexuality, self-disclosure 
served as an indicator of levels of psychological disturbance, and divided homosexuality into 
“perverted” and “neurotic” categories.7  In the language of clinical psychology, neurotic 
homosexuals referred to those distressed enough by their sexual orientation to consciously hide it 
from others, denoting a favorable degree of psychological normalcy. Perverted homosexuals, on the 
contrary, did not feel guilty about their sexual orientation and more willingly divulged it to others, 
signaling a more profound form of psychological disturbance.  The 1948 Kinsey Report on male 
sexual behavior called into question this psychopathological paradigm for the very first time; 
written by biologist Alfred Kinsey, it noted the lack of evidence supporting the dominant view that 
“psychosexual reactions between individuals of the same sex are rare and therefore abnormal or 
                                                
6 For a psychopathological history of homosexuality, see Roy Cain, “Disclosure and Secrecy among Gay Men 
in the United States and Canada: A Shift in Views,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 2, no. 1 (1991): 26-27; 32-
34.  
7 For a comprehensive description of neurotic and perverted homosexuality, see Cain, 27. 
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unnatural.”8  A seminal precursory rejection of pathological homosexuality, the Kinsey Report 
helped catalyze the early mobilization of gay political activist groups by legitimizing homosexuality 
as a topic of social dialogue.   
The mounting militancy of the gay population gained significant momentum with the 
homophile movement of the 1950s, which emphasized the similarities between homo- and 
heterosexuals to advocate for equal treatment by and gradual integration into the larger 
heteronormative society.9  Counterintuitively, homophile groups typically discouraged the 
disclosure of homosexuality; according to scholar Roy Cain, who writes extensively on the topics of 
gay activism and disclosure, this aversion grew from precautionary convictions ultimately shaped by 
the societal imperative to conceal a homosexual orientation.  Members of the homophile 
movement believed that divulgence might hinder their cause, and could prevent the acceptance of 
gay individuals by attracting negative publicity or offending government officials.  
This adverse stance on disclosure began to change entirely with the rise of the gay liberation 
movement in the early 1960s, whose fervent militancy both grew from and contrasted with the 
cautious activism of the prior decade.  Labeling themselves as ‘oppressed’ instead of ‘deviant,’ 
members of the movement regarded gay pride as a critical means of asserting their legitimacy, 
increasing their political power, and fostering a sense of community among the homosexual 
demographic.10  As Cain and several others have noted, disclosure thus represented a paramount 
strategy and commanding tenet of the gay liberation movement, as it constituted the principle 
means of eliciting social change.  Divulging—or parading, for that matter—one’s homosexuality to 
others signaled the rejection of self and societal oppression, and the inverse acceptance of a positive 
                                                
8 Albert Kinsey, Wardell Pomeroy, and Clyde Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Philadelphia: W.B. 
Saunders, 1948): 659; quoted in Cain, “Disclosure and Secrecy,” 28.  
9 For more information on the homophile movement, see Cain, 29-30. 
10 Ibid, 31.  
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gay identity.11  Overt homosexuality enabled its subjects to reclaim the identity that had heretofore 
stigmatized them, empowering them to overcome the shame and self-loathing attached to the 
stigma of pathological homoeroticism.  Covert homosexuality, on the other hand, carried 
tremendously negative connotations within the climate of the gay liberation movement, indicating a 
host of psychosocial dysfunctions that carried their own stigma.  Among other things, secrecy was 
presumed to indicate lower levels of self-esteem, higher degrees of social isolation, and greater 
feelings of guilt and anxiety regarding sexuality.  Yet if the gay liberation movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s advocated for the “public, indiscriminate, indiscreet self-disclosure” of homosexuality, 
the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the subsequent decades would subvert this paradigm to promote its 
exact opposite: the expectation of covertness and the stigmatization of overtness.12    
 
The Advent of HIV/AIDS 
 
HIV/AIDS made its insidious entrance into public consciousness in July of 1981, under the 
epoch-making New York Times headline “Rare Cancer Seen in 41 Homosexuals.”13  Its virological 
inception, however, traces back to 1979, when Dr. Alvin Friedman-Kien of New York University 
Medical Center encountered a group of patients suffering from a rare form of cancer, referred to as 
Kaposi’s Sarcoma (KS).14  The patients exhibited the disease’s paramount symptom—the striking 
development of large, purplish-brown, blood-filled skin lesions—but were dying at puzzling rates; 
though typically remediable and rarely fatal, KS was killing these young male patients within eight 
to twenty-four months of initial diagnosis.  Such inexplicable mortality rates motivated 
epidemiologists at the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) to construct an image of the prototypical 
                                                
11 For a detailed discussion of homosexual disclosure during the gay liberation movement, see Cain, 31. 
12 Andrew Hodges and David Hutter, With Downcast Gays: Aspects of Homosexual Self-Oppression, 2nd ed. (1974; 
Toronto: Pink Triangle, 1979): 18; quoted in Cain, 32.   
13 Lawrence K. Altman, “Rare Cancer Seen in 41 Homosexuals,” The New York Times, July 3, 1981, accessed 
February 8, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/1981/07/03/us/rare-cancer-seen-in-41-homosexuals.html  
14 For a detailed discussion of Dr. Friedman-Kien’s virological case, see Sander L. Gilman, “AIDS and 
Syphilis: The Iconography of Disease,” October 43 (1987): 89.  
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patient.  In 1981, one month prior to the NYT headline, the CDC released their official description 
of a typical KS patient as a young, homosexual male living in a large urban environment, marking a 
watershed moment in the cultural framing of the epidemic.15  In addition to noting sexual 
orientation, the CDC reported on each patient’s degree of sexual activity: “two of the five patients 
reported having frequent homosexual contacts with various partners.”16  Early medical research and 
media reportage delineated a fallacious and inflammatory connection between KS and 
homosexuality, and more specifically gay promiscuity, resulting in the disease’s preliminary epithet 
the ‘gay cancer.’17  By the first quarter of 1982, doctors and epidemiologists had adapted GRID 
(gay-related immunodeficiency) as the popular designation for symptoms of the KS complex, 
rhetorically solidifying its homosexual associations.18   The language of its predecessors positioned 
HIV/AIDS—officially replacing GRID in the fall of 1982—as a homosexually transmitted disease 
infecting the gay male population, imposing the stigma of a lethal venereal disease upon an already 
stigmatized sexual orientation.     
Delineating the boundary between deviance and normalcy, the advent of HIV/AIDS 
demarcated society into two distinct categories of existence: homosexual and polluted (H/A-
positive), or heterosexual and pure (H/A-negative).19  This constructed dichotomy regards 
serostatus as entirely contingent upon sexual orientation, perpetuating the noxious and sweeping 
misconception that HIV/AIDS presupposed homosexuality and vice versa.  Cultural critic Susan 
Sontag—whose AIDS and Its Metaphors contributed to the canon of scholarly H/A discourse—
notes the stigmatic specificity of HIV/AIDS as a disease of sexual perversity as well as promiscuity, 
                                                
15 Gilman, “AIDS and Syphilis,” 89. 
16 M.S. Gottlieb, et al, “Pneumocystic Pneumonia – Los Angeles,” MMWR, no. 30 (1981), 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/june_5.htm  
17 Kenneth MacKinnon, “AIDS,” in The Politics of Popular Representation: Reagan, Thatcher, AIDS, and the Movies 
(Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1992): 149. 
18 Gilman, “AIDS and Syphilis,” 89. 
19 MacKinnon, “AIDS,” 161. 
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infecting those who overindulge in an ‘unnatural’ sexual ‘practice’.20  Contracted by and from, in 
Sontag’s words, “dangerous others,” HIV/AIDS amplified the peril, liability, and therefore the 
stigma attached to homosexuality.21   It concurrently instilled in heteronormative society a crippling 
paranoia over the risk of easy contagion, buttressing another one of Sontag’s assertions that 
sexually transmitted infectious diseases provoke irrational fears of nonvenereal transmission.22  In 
the case of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, such fears both inspired and validated the widespread 
discrimination of homosexual and seropositive individuals, or those purported as such.  In the early 
years of the epidemic, professional discrimination was particularly rampant, and the disclosure of 
one’s HIV/AIDS infection could certainly result in the denial or loss of employment.23  Harvard 
University psychiatrist Arthur Kleinman corroborates this with anecdotal evidence in a chapter of 
his book, The Illness Narratives: Suffering, Healing & The Human Condition, which includes interviews 
with terminally and non-terminally ill patients.  In an interview from 1985, Kleinman discusses the 
stigmatization of AIDS with a homosexual seropositive man, Horacio Grippa, who was terminated 
from his job and evicted from his apartment after disclosing his HIV/AIDS infection.24   Most 
alarming, however, and also most revealing, is Grippa’s account of the crippling paranoia exhibited 
by the medical professionals ‘treating’ him for his illness: “The nurses are scared of me; the doctors 
wear masks and sometimes gloves.  Even the priest doesn’t seem too anxious to shake my hand.  
What the hell is this?  I’m not a leper.  Do they want to lock me up and shoot me?25   
Extending beyond the realm of healthcare and employment, homo- and AIDS-phobic 
discrimination often occurred most viciously in apparently trivial contexts.  Restaurants and 
                                                
20 Susan Sontag, AIDS and Its Metaphor (Toronto: Collins Publishers, 1989), 26. 
21 Ibid, 27.  
22 Ibid, 27.  
23 Raymond C. O’Brien, “Discrimination: The Difference with AIDS,” Journal of Contemporary Health Law & 
Policy 6, no. 1 (1990): 107.    
24 Arthur Kleinman, “The Stigma and Shame of Illness,” in The Illness Narratives: Suffering, Healing & The 
Human Condition” (New York: Basic Books, 1988), 163.   
25 Ibid.  
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barbershops in the 1980s, for example, frequently refused service to customers with HIV/AIDS, 
exemplifying society’s irrational fear and genuine belief in nonvenereal contamination.26  Further 
illustrating this, a 2002 study of HIV/AIDS-related stigma found that during the 1990s, roughly 
half of all participants believed that transmission could occur through sharing a drinking glass.27   
Such pervasive paranoia necessarily affected the psychosocial existences of gay and HIV-positive 
individuals, but it most profoundly impacted their personal perspectives on and decisions regarding 
sexual and medical revelation.  As this study reveals, death might not have been the paramount 
dilemma of the AIDS epidemic, but rather disclosure—the exceedingly charged and menacing 
decision that tormented gay and seropositive men throughout the 1980s and 1990s.   
 
AIDS Stigma and Homosexual Disclosure  
 
The advent of HIV/AIDS in the early 1980s radically altered, if not entirely reshaped, the 
psychosocial implications of disclosure and visibility.  The societal perception of the inextricable 
association of the disease with homosexuality conflated and amplified their respective stigmas, 
positioning both as the ultimate targets of fierce and widespread antipathy and contempt.  The 
divulgence of one’s homosexuality or seropositivity to others typically resulted in some form of 
homophobic backlash, whether alienating antagonism or flagrant discrimination, prompting many 
to consciously hide an identification with either characteristic.  As the immediate successor of the 
gay liberation movement, HIV/AIDS entirely subverted the sociosexual progress of the 1960s and 
1970s, in which overt homosexuality was presumed to hold advantages on both an individual and 
community level.   Once seen as a way for gay individuals to achieve a positive identity and to bring 
about social change, sexual disclosure now represented a hypersensitive landmine of stigma, fear, 
                                                
26 Sean Cahill, “Forward,” Understanding Public Opinion toward HIV/AIDS, GMHC: Gay Men’s Health Crisis, 
1, accessed February 12, 2015, http://www.gmhc.org/files/editor/file/perceptions_klein3.pdf  
27 Gregory M. Herek, John P. Capitanio, and Keith F. Widaman, “HIV-Related Stigma and Knowledge in the 
United States: Prevalence and Trends, 1991-1999,” American Journal of Public Health 92, no. 3 (2002): 6.  
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and discrimination.28  One might logically date this shift to 1981, when the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC) formally delineated the ‘typical’ PWA as a young, gay male living in a large urban 
area.29  Such broad criteria allowed for widespread incrimination, making vulnerable any individual 
who met—or appeared to meet, more accurately—these general specifications.  Those implicated 
roused abhorrence and paranoia, forcing many of them to hide under a veil of heterosexual 
‘normalcy.’   The unfavorable connection between infection and promiscuity further drove this 
tendency to conceal, as disclosure would suggest one’s reckless participation in casual yet perilous 
homosexual encounters.  As the emblematic disease of licentious homoeroticism, HIV/AIDS sent 
gay expression and sensibility back into the closet they had just broken out of.   
Concurrently, however, it also gave rise to a form of sociopolitical activism fundamentally 
rooted in a sexual and medical self-revelation.  While covertness provided some with the comfort 
of privacy and protection, overtness provided others with an empowering sense of personal agency, 
facilitating liberation from what art historian and queer theorist Douglas Crimp describes as the 
“violence of silence and omission.”30  The AIDS crisis presented a new need for revelation that was 
significantly more political than that of the gay liberation movement, largely because of its 
fundamental urgency as a mounting lethal contagion.  While activists in the movement advocated 
for disclosure to validate gay pleasure and demand societal recognition, activists in the crisis viewed 
disclosure as a necessary means of countering governmental silence, which had drastically hindered 
funding for HIV/AIDS medical research. For the first half of the 1980s, President Ronald Reagan 
ignored the epidemic entirely; his administration turned a blind, though calculated, eye on the 
mounting health crisis because of Reagan’s alignment with conservative New Right politics, which 
                                                
28 Cain, “Disclosure and Secrecy,” 31. 
29 Gilman, “AIDS and Syphilis,” 89.    
30 Douglas Crimp, “Mourning and Militancy,” October 51 (1989): 9.   
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deemed AIDS sufferers as deserving of their “punishment.”31  Hesitant to be seen as helping those 
who brought illness upon themselves, Reagan failed to utter the term “AIDS” publicly until 1986, 
by which point an estimated 20,849 Americans had already died of the disease or its opportunistic 
infections.32  Hence the emergence of “Silence=Death,” the rallying slogan of the now iconic 
activist group ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power).33  The equation of silence with death 
implies the inverse of expression with life, evoking the significance of gay disclosure and visibility 
as critical life-saving measures.  Evoking the “identity politics” of their liberating predecessors—
who linked the fulfillment of tangible political goals with the assertion of group identity—AIDS 
activists used unapologetic overtness to militantly target the political and biomedical communities, 
as the solution to AIDS would only arrive through the discovery and testing of treatments.34  Sexual 
revelation and openness therefore carried entirely new weight within the climate of the AIDS 
epidemic—homosexual lives quite literally depended on it.  
 
Dynamics of Visibility – Homosexuality and HIV/AIDS in the Visual Arts 
 
The visual art of the 1980s and 1990s sheds light upon these dynamics of sexual divulgence 
and visibility, opening our eyes to both the menace and the appeal of sexual disclosure in the time 
of HIV/AIDS.  Many critics agree upon the significance of art within the gay community during 
the epidemic era; the arts served as a powerful weapon for a sexually and medically scrutinized 
demographic, allowing gay men to bear witness on a situation that implicated but concurrently 
marginalized them.35  Scholar Richard Goldstein writes extensively on the significance of AIDS-
related art as it functions within the gay community, primarily emphasizing its commemorative and 
                                                
31 MacKinnon, “AIDS,” 157-158, 161.  
32 MacKinnon, “AIDS,” 158.  
33 Tim Dean, “The Psychoanalysis of AIDS,” October 63 (1993): 100.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Richard Goldstein, “The Implicated and the Immune: Cultural Responses to AIDS,” The Milbank Quarterly 
68 (1990): 297. 
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validating functions; noting that “all works about AIDS are also about sex,” Goldstein highlights its 
powerful ability to celebrate people whose identity had been stigmatized, and to legitimize an 
emotional bond between gay men that was almost as reviled as their sexual desire.36  AIDS took an 
exceptionally tragic toll on the population of homosexual male artists, who utilized their work to 
express inevitable feelings of loss and isolation that were otherwise repressed or distorted by larger 
society.37  Heterosexual artists often followed in this vein, and—though usually distanced from 
infection itself—used their work to comment on or defend the position of their counterparts, 
contributing to a genuine camaraderie among the artist community of the 80s and 90s.  Regardless 
of their artist’s sexual orientation, such artworks serve as valuable primary sources in a study of the 
AIDS epidemic, as they provide a window into the psychosocial condition of its stigmatized 
demographic and larger cultural landscape.  Imbued with transcendent and palpable subtexts of 
concealment and visibility, ‘art about AIDS’ illuminates disclosure as a psychosocial torment on par 
with that of mortal demise.   
 
Secrecy – Environmental Seclusion  
 
Saturating the art of the 1980s and 1990s is a revealing convention of secrecy and 
hiddenness that undoubtedly stemmed from the imperative to conceal.   The societal expectation of 
furtive homosexuality had an oppressive grip on the entire gay community—disclosed and non-
disclosed alike—giving rise to an artistic aesthetic of concealment and isolation that evokes the 
repression of the metaphorical gay ‘closet.’  Though much more complex in reality and scholarly 
discourse than I can adequately address here, the closet serves as a metaphor for the act or status of 
gay disclosure; the phrase “coming out of the closet” refers to the revelation of one’s 
homosexuality, hence the use of “in the closet” or “closeted” to describe the state of non-
                                                
36 Ibid, 297, 308. 
37 Ibid, 297.  
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disclosure.  Art Historian Flavia Rando delineates a particularly astute conception of this metaphor 
as a kind of necessary sacrifice, ensuring protective privacy at the price of self-erasure; for the 
closeted homosexual, this inherently necessitates complicity in the “psychic violence” of non-
disclosure and the self-repression it presupposes.38  Further evoking the agony of the closet, scholar 
Robert Nevaldine describes it as both a “mask for the masquerade” of straightness and a “prison” 
for gay desires, shackling the homosexual to a figurative space that, despite its repression, protects 
him.39  The rhetoric of such arguments—with their allusions to veil-like confinement—resonates 
with the subtexts of secrecy and concealment that so strongly pervade the art of the AIDS crisis, 
which regularly emphasizes the closet-like sensations of solitude, isolation, and repression.   
Most typically in this iconography, the homosexual and/or diseased subject is shown in 
palpable seclusion; enclosed in some delimited space, the subject appears to exist, in Crimp’s words, 
“safely within the boundaries of their private traged[y].”40  Physical distance and containment play a 
pivotal role in this furtive aesthetic, conveying and validating the “boundaries” of homosexuality by 
emphasizing the ‘Otherness’ of the infected and/or gay subject.  Countless images from the AIDS 
epidemic portray their subjects in conspicuously cloistered environments, such as a curtained room 
or a cramped, dimly lighted space.  With particularly loaded connotations, the hospital room 
emerges as a favored setting for such images, containing the bodily filth that arises from sexual 
deviance.  Quarantined in sterile walls, the homosexual PWA becomes the bearer of contamination, 
his polluted blood and sexual fluids contagious enough to warrant complete isolation.41   The 
supposed moral implications of his venereal disease further justify his physical seclusion, as AIDS 
                                                
38 Flavia Rando, “Reflections on a Name: We’re Here – Gay and Lesbian Presence in Art and Art History,” 
Art Journal 55, no. 4 (1996): 9.   
39 Robert Burns Nevaldine, “Skeletons in the Closet: Paradox, Resistance, and the Undead Body of the 
PWA,” College Literature 24, no. 1 (1997): 271.  
40 Douglas Crimp, “Portraits of People with AIDS,” in Cultural Studies, ed. Lawrence Grossberg, et al. (New 
York: Routledge, 1992), 120.  
41 MacKinnon, “AIDS,” 165.  
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purportedly afflicted those who willfully and self-indulgently transgressed the bounds of 
heterosexuality. Invoking these innuendos, art historian and AIDS activist Simon Watney asserts 
the significance of the hospital setting—as it functions in PWA portraiture—as an environmental 
marker of its inhabitant’s sexual corruption; equating it with the prison, he describes the hospital as 
the “just and proper latitude for the perverse.”42  When read through the lens of disclosure rather 
than demise, the hospital room serves as a material embodiment of the psychosocial alienation of 
medical, sexual, and moral impurity.  It therefore evokes the isolation of the metaphorical closet 
more strongly, I argue, than it does the imminence of death, highlighting disclosure as a 
transcendent dilemma facing homosexual men during the AIDS epidemic.  
The symbolic significance of the hospital setting as both a chamber for illness as well as 
perversion finds manifestation in Patrick Webb’s diptych Lamentation of Punchinello/By Punchinello’s 
Bed (1992; Figure 1).  Like countless works from the epidemic era, Webb’s painting stemmed from 
personal experience, and more specifically, personal tragedy; in 1992, the homosexual artist lost his 
long-time partner, Chris, to the fateful grip of AIDS. 43   To cope with his overwhelming grief and 
anger, as well as his own HIV infection, Webb created a series of paintings based on the 
appropriated character of Punchinello, a “humorous and deadly serious” stock figure in 
seventeenth-century Italian commedia dell’arte, and the subject of later paintings by Giovanni 
Domenico Tiepolo.44  Using “Punch”—as he affectionately refers to him—Webb constructed a 
pictorial narrative that stands as both an allegory of the AIDS epidemic, and as a metaphor for the 
artist’s own personal loss and suffering.45    Created in 1992 immediately following Chris’ death, the 
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selected diptych collectively visualizes the corporeal demise of Punchinello, who appears 
characteristically in a beaked facial mask that obscures his eyes and nose.  The left-hand image 
visualizes him reclining in a hospital room in his final pre-mortem moments; visibly weak and 
listless, he lays a hospital bed while another man sits at his bedside, gripping Punchinello’s 
emaciated wrist and shoulder in a gesture of sheer despair.  Inevitably, this culminates in the right-
hand portrayal of Punchinello’s death, which captures the subject’s lifeless body as another man 
stands at his bedside in vigil.46   Taken together or apart, the images denote a homosexual 
relationship between Punchinello and the auxiliary male subject, whose adoring yet grief-stricken 
presence embodies the behavior of a romantically involved partner.  Confirming their 
homosexuality, Webb avowedly designates Punchinello’s companion in both panels as the “artist-
figure”; though embodied in two seemingly different men, the figure tragically symbolizes Webb at 
Chris’ bedside, awaiting and then grieving his lover’s AIDS-related death.47 
Echoing his mask, Punchinello’s confinement in a dim, curtained hospital room legibly 
signifies the abjection of his venereal disease, while also suggesting an apprehensive concern with 
concealing himself from the visibility of others.   Juxtaposed with the anguished affection of his 
companion, Punchinello’s emaciation and hospital-ridden status would—in its original context—
definitively indicate homosexuality and seropositivity.   Such implicit disclosure would certainly 
justify his apparent isolation in a hospital environment, where his polluted body and deviant mind 
could remain in safe distance from the virtuous ‘purity’—both medical and sexual—of 
heterosexuality.  Held captive by curtains and shackled to a metal bed-frame, Punchinello’s 
engagement with his physical surroundings not only evokes Nevaldine’s conception of the gay 
Closet, but also Watney’s comparison of the hospital with the prison, the former joining the latter 
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as the well-deserved “latitude for the perverse.”48  Echoing the alienation of his hospital room, the 
large, pendent curtains behind Punchinello denote physical distance and conscious separation from 
larger heteronormative society, signifying the innate secrecy and deliberate concealment of himself, 
his illness, and his homosexual relationship.  Punchinello’s enclosure in a dismal, shrouded hospital 
room thus functions to metaphorize his sexual shame and furtiveness, his palpable seclusion more 
largely symbolizing the societal repression and stigmatization of homosexuality.    
In the right-hand postmortem panel, Punchinello appears in an almost identical hospital 
environment, yet his naked corpse—partially shrouded but exposed from the chest up—appears 
situated in front of a partially unobscured window.  Unburdened by the hospital gown he 
previously wore, Punchinello dons conspicuously blue skin on his chest, neck, and shoulders—a 
gravely revealing contrast with his more healthful flesh-tone in the premortem panel.  Unlike 
Lamentation, where hanging curtains enclose and privatize Punchinello’s final moments, By 
Punchinello’s Bed captures his corpse before a large window with curtains only on its lower half, 
leaving its upper half bare and rendering visible the external twilight.  The window’s partial opening 
mimics the position of the bedspread beneath it, which veils Punchinello’s torso and lower body to 
reveal only his chest and head.   Evoked in such revelations, the transition from seclusion to 
openness between the pre- and postmortem panels has marked implications in terms of gay 
disclosure.  The sudden exposure of Punchinello after his death suggests that existence necessitated 
hiddenness, and that mortality alone enabled overtness.  One might logically read this shift in 
visibility as a testament to the misery of living with AIDS as opposed to actually dying from it, in 
that the former’s imperative for concealment and self-erasure transcended all torments attached to 
imminent death.  
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In conspicuously covert representations of gay eroticism, environmental isolation can 
nevertheless manifest itself in ways less obvious than Punchinello’s quarantine; subtle intimations 
of conscious concealment often find buttressing in signs of emotional despondency, as well as in 
the subjects bodily relation to and placement within their physical surroundings.  This muted 
sequestration frequently emanates from seemingly trivial details, such as a common decorative or 
practical object positioned unusually, and expands the iconography of sexual secrecy beyond the 
standard image of closet-like confinement and striking restriction.  Painter Hugh Steers employs 
this understated approach to conveying homosexual furtiveness and alienation, oftentimes 
capturing emotional despondency in environments neither distinctly dark nor cloistered.  A 
disclosed homosexual, Steers was no stranger to the gay male psyche, but his conception of it 
changed entirely upon receiving his HIV diagnosis in 1987—the emotional anguish of which serves 
as the commanding tenor of his subsequent work.  In his 1990 painting Showers II (Figure 2), he 
depicts two men in a conventional domestic bathroom filled with natural daylight, which filters 
through an unobscured window on the background wall.  In spite of this ostensible openness, 
subtle aspects of the men’s surroundings contribute to a sense of self-sequestration and                   
-consciousness, and echo the subtext of their facial and bodily expressions to indicate their sexual 
anxiety and furtiveness.    
In the intimate yet melancholy painting, two naked men stand upright in a bathtub-shower 
in what appears to be a moment of consolation.  They face the same direction with their bodies 
aligned in front of one another, standing chest-to back as the posterior man embraces and caresses 
the anterior’s naked body; their nudity, affection, and physical proximity collectively suggest a 
homosexual relationship, particularly considering the connotations of their pose as a recognizable 
posture of anal intercourse.  A large, iridescent shower curtain occupies the space behind them, 
separating the subjects from an unobscured window on the back wall of the bathroom.  Gathered 
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and pulled to the end of the tub—as opposed to its outermost rim—the shower curtain’s position 
runs counter to its practical use as a mechanism to prevent side-spilling, in which it typically skirts 
the long edge of the tub.  Furthermore, the men face away from the shower curtain—and thus the 
open window behind it—and towards what would be the showerhead, a somewhat counterintuitive 
orientation that prioritizes obscurity over the act of showering itself.   Combined with the unusual 
position of the shower curtain—which visually and physically demarcates the men from the 
window—their reverse orientation signals a fear of being seen and a desire to consciously prevent 
it, perceptibly indicating the hiddenness of their exchange.  Buttressing these hints of confidentiality 
is a similarly perceptible subtext of shame, made manifest most strongly in the dejected facial and 
bodily expression of the anterior male subject.  Rather than reciprocating the affection of the man 
he leans against, the figure clasps his hands together and places them on his chest as he somberly 
stares at the bathtub floor beneath him.  Embodying a semblance of withdrawn humiliation, his 
guarded pose and despondent gaze signal the furtiveness of his implied transgression, and fortify 
the import of the men’s reverse orientation: facing away from the transparent curtain and the open 
window behind it to maximize the privacy of their homosexuality.  These various physical and 
emotional indicators suggest an apprehension with, if not a crippling phobia of, sexual visibility and 
disclosure—an interpretation supported by numerous cognitive studies confirming a link between 
secrecy and psychological distress.49   The visible abjection of Steers’ anterior subject bolsters the 
implications of his subtly but certainly sequestered environment, poignantly signifying the 
abjection, the indignity, and thus the confidentiality of gay male eroticism in the time of AIDS.    
 
Secrecy – The Uncanny and the Surreal 
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Inversely and counterintuitively, subtexts of secrecy can also manifest themselves in 
physical environments that lack boundaries all together, so long as they contain a palpable 
uncanniness in the form of ambiguity or unfamiliarity.  Oftentimes, this comes in the form of an 
understated strangeness, often achieved through the removal of light and depth.  When light 
becomes muted in any given space, so does the visibility of its depth, boundaries and scale, imbuing 
it with a sense of jarring equivocality.  In many cases, this also produces a mystifying, paradoxical 
semblance of shallow confinement and boundless expanse—a duality so bizarre that it transcends 
other qualities of earthliness and verisimilitude.  Several works from the 1980s and 1990s 
accentuate this peculiarity in their depictions of homoeroticism, and capture their subjects in spaces 
so dim that they lack spatial indicators and depth altogether.  Others subvert naturalism by 
diminishing focus dramatically, transforming their subjects into spectral silhouettes within 
dreamlike fields of ethereal, impenetrable haze.  In the most extreme examples, uncanniness arises 
from the complete destruction of plausibility and fidelity to appearance, and rattles human instinct 
to its fundamental core by defying such conventions entirely.   
Scholars and theorists have associated these varying degrees of indeterminacy with the 
psychological state of abjection, defined in critical theory as the otherness of that which disturbs 
identity, order, and system.50  Credited with developing this notion, Bulgarian-French philosopher 
and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva delineates the abject quality as “that of being opposed to I”; 
fundamentally based on the state of exclusion, the abject existence is one of utter dejection, 
achieved through the transgression or repudiation of social norms and boundaries.51  Kristeva 
draws parallels between the abject and the uncanny—something ambiguous or foreign, but with 
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tinges of unidentifiable familiarity, “[a] ‘something’ that I do not recognize as a thing.”52  Existing 
beyond the scope of normalcy, both characteristics invite fascination while provoking feelings of 
repulsion, disquiet, and detachment.53  Douglas Crimp and other scholars have used the abject to 
describe the PWA psyche: miserable, dejected, and humiliated by his appearance as neither human 
nor relatable.54  Accordingly, crisis era artworks often utilize uncanniness to address the AIDS 
condition without actually depicting it, typically through emphasizing the unfamiliarity of form or 
subject.  Bizarre or mystifying visual qualities, such as haziness, depthlessness, or hallucinatory 
illusion, can cryptically substitute for the PWA body to symbolize gay identity in the time of 
HIV/AIDS.  More specifically, and in this context more importantly, aesthetic abnormality evokes 
the psychosocial abjection of homosexual non-disclosure, which stems from the violence of 
furtiveness and self-erasure.  In the responses it triggers, uncanniness emulates the disquieting 
experience of confronting the abject, instinctively unnerving and distancing the viewer by inflaming 
an innate fear of the unfamiliar and the bizarre. 
Robert Mapplethorpe’s Ken and Tyler (1985; Figure 3) conflates environmental surrealism 
with photographic subjects to create a spectral and understated vision of clandestine 
homoeroticism.  Created by the gay artist in the latter phase of his career—marked roughly by his 
HIV diagnosis in the mid-1980s—the black and white photograph resembles a classical study of 
quiet, formalized beauty, and captures its subjects with palpable tenderness.  (It contrasts with the 
sexual obscenity of his earlier work, a marked opposition I attempt to illustrate through the analysis 
of his self-portrait in the category of overtness.)  Unlike those precursory images of fetishistic 
homosexuality, Ken and Tyler constructs a vision of gay eroticism so surreally muted that it borders 
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on ethereal, its delicate clandestineness reflecting the furtiveness of homosexuality in the epidemic 
era.  Taken in 1985, the photograph depicts the naked bodies of two male subjects from the chest 
down—a compositional exclusion that literally maintains facelessness in an otherwise revealing 
portrait.  Captured in profile and facing the same direction, the figures stand in front of one 
another with their arms raised above their heads, each one bending his outermost knee to 
accentuate the musculature of their calves and thighs.  The subjects are of different races—the 
anterior Caucasian, and the posterior African American—but appear in a position that emphasizes 
similarity and proximity rather than disparity and distance.  Their bodies fit like puzzle pieces as 
they physically conform to an identical curvature, allowing their bent limbs and natural contours to 
partially occupy the negative space between them.  Their intimate proximity creates the illusion of 
skin-to-skin contact between one man’s back and the other man’s chest, a synergetic position that 
evokes mutual affection.  Mirroring the pose embodied in Steers’ Showers II, their tender closeness 
supplements their nudity to implicate Mapplethorpe’s subjects in a homosexual relationship, one 
also evidently steeped in a profound sense of furtiveness.  
Mapplethorpe’s subjects stand in a shallow and unlit space, one entirely devoid of any 
spatial indicators and thus any tinges of earthliness or familiarity.  Yet their skin is printed with thin 
strips of horizontal, ethereal light—a unique pattern created by partially closed blinds.  The light 
stretches diagonally across their calves and thighs, as well as the back and buttocks of the posterior 
man, thus denoting that both subjects face away from the phantom light-source.  If one were to 
imagine this light-source as a window with partially closed blinds, the photograph suggests the 
inherent confidentiality and intentional concealment of the men’s homoerotic transgression.  
Furthermore, their position within a completely depthless environment paradoxically creates a 
sense of confinement, and a subdued uncanniness that visually distances them from the material 
world.  Such illusions suggest alienation and abnormality, and, given the subject’s apparent 
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homoeroticism, thus seem to metaphorize the condition of non-disclosure.  Mapplethorpe’s 
subjects exist in a vacuum like space that engulfs them in inky depthlessness, an uncanny 
absorption into absolute nothingness that evokes the self-erasure intrinsic to the homosexual closet.   
The enigmatic light source further contributes to this subtext of covertness, simulating the effect of 
partially closed blinds; the men turn away from its faint, slatted glow to not only privatize their 
homoerotic transgression, but to obstruct its visibility to the spectator’s gaze.  In its surreal yet 
understated vision of gay eroticism, Mapplethorpe’s Ken and Tyler epitomizes the fragile secrecy of 
homosexuality in the time of HIV/AIDS, and more specifically the psychosocial abjection and 
isolation that accompanied non-disclosure.  
Using a different but more potent form of visual surrealism, Bill Jacobson created a 
photographic series, “Interim Couples,” that perfectly encapsulates the anonymity and alienation 
attached to sexual covertness.  With minimal scholarship dedicated to its artist, the series represents 
a largely uncharted resource in deconstructing the art of the AIDS epidemic, despite its poignant, 
revealing portrayal of male homoeroticism as it existed during the era.  To evoke the overwhelming 
loss experienced by gay men, Jacobson photographed various male couples engaged in moments of 
tenderness and affection, most commonly a nude or partially nude embrace.  In each photograph, 
striking blurriness combines with a dramatic over- or underexposure that obscures the intricacies of 
body and face, leaving only the men’s silhouettes fully discernable.  The specific image exhibited 
here, Interim Couple #1164 (Figure 4), captures two male figures in conspicuously soft-focus; they 
appear from the shoulders up engaged in a gentle embrace, one facing towards the viewer and the 
other facing away.  Their exposed nude torsos and physical intimacy—the frontal man burrows his 
face into the other man’s shoulder—implicates them in a homosexual, or at the very least 
homoerotic, relationship.  Such tacit revelation parallels the delicacy of the image’s aesthetic, whose 
mystifying haziness engenders clandestineness; the combination of graininess with under-exposure 
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markedly diminishes visual contrast, obscuring the intricacies of body and face to leave only faint 
silhouettes discernible.  Such fadedness creates the uncanny illusion of gradual dimming, as if 
Jacobson’s subjects were slowly dematerializing into absolute nothingness—a surreal impression 
achieved in Ken and Tyler through Mapplethorpe’s removal of light and depth.  Given the original 
context of Jacobson’s photograph, this seems an obvious reference to the more literal dimming of 
the gay population at the hands of HIV/AIDS; corroborating this, the artist stated “I wanted to 
communicate the demise of the body…[t]he diffusion of the image implies dispersion of the 
physical frame, the bodily shell.”55  Yet if viewed through the lens of disclosure rather than death, 
the uncanniness appears to function, perhaps unintentionally, as an implicit representation of 
covert homosexuality.  Shrouding its gay subjects in a silkscreen of anonymity, Interim Couple #1164 
evokes the societal concealment of homosexuality during the AIDS crisis, in which many gay men 
reverted to solitude, seclusion, or complete sexual secrecy.  Art historians Jonathan Katz and David 
Ward delineate a similar reading of the photograph, and view the fogged subjects as symbolic 
surrogates for those “neglected and silenced” during the epidemic era.56  Furthermore, the image’s 
surreal lack of focus contrasts with the limpidity of conspicuously overt portrayals, which tend to 
display the unclouded sharpness of documentary or journalistic photography.  As such genres by 
nature seek frankness and revelation, their incongruence with the blurriness of Jacobson’s 
photograph profoundly buttresses its underlying subtext of secrecy and non-disclosure.   
In its degree of uncanniness, Albert Winn’s Psycho Drama: Playing with Myself (series) (Figure 5) 
exceeds all other works examined in this paper, presenting a vision of male homoeroticism so 
utterly surreal that it borders on hallucinatory.  A self-disclosed gay man with AIDS, Winn drew 
upon his personal identity as the commanding inspiration for his photographic series—a dark but 
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compelling study of homosexuality in both its carnal and psychological manifestations.  The 
particular image exhibited here stands as a highly unorthodox self-portrait, depicting Winn in the 
impossible, fantastical act of sodomizing his illusionary clone.  Taken the year before his HIV 
diagnosis in 1990, the multiple exposure photograph superimposes two separate profile images of 
Winn; while one captures him on all fours, the emblematic position of gay male sex, the other 
captures him standing behind and sodomizing his anterior self.  The diaphanous quality of multiple 
exposures allows the naked eye to see through his flesh and muscle, enabling the radiographic 
mirage of Winn’s erect penis penetrating his other self’s anus.  He appears in a conspicuously 
undomestic setting, juxtaposed against a seemingly concrete wall stained by gradient patches of 
darkened discoloration.  Occurring within this isolated, soiled environment, Winn’s illusion of self-
copulation seems all the more bizarre and utterly despondent, his dejection magnified by the 
wretchedness of his surroundings.   
Through the uncanny illusion of his own self-sodomy, Winn discloses his homosexuality 
while also conveying its utmost confidentiality, allowing his photograph to palpably signify the 
abjection engendered by sexual concealment.  The insertion of himself as a sexual partner quite 
literally suggests an inability or disinclination to engage with other men, which, in this context, 
contains dual implications.  In the cultural climate of the AIDS crisis, such abstinence would 
indicate a responsible and active commitment to preventing the further spread of infection.  In a 
study of gay disclosure, however, Winn’s self-sodomy evokes a crippling lack of comfort with the 
exposure of his homosexuality to others, clarifying his reversion to hallucinatory fantasies as 
opposed to actual sexual companionship.   Conveying alienation through visual] surrealism and 
environmental filth, Winn’s photograph engages a seminal argument posed by Mary Douglas, an 
anthropologist renowned for her 1966 book Purity and Danger.  In a particularly relevant discussion, 
Douglas analyzes how cultural notions of hygiene and dirt contribute to the maintenance and 
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destruction of social order, respectively.57  Douglas asserts that in public conception, external 
cleanliness denotes internal purity, and thus external filth signals internal pollution; the hygiene of 
the former case dictates the establishment and preservation of social norms and boundaries, which 
in turn delineates cultural criteria for discerning and repudiating those who transgress them.58  
Douglas underscores dirt as the paramount symbol of such transgressions, stating that “[d]irt is 
essentially disorder” and thus “offends against order” entirely.59  Such defilement indicates the 
moral pollution of its agent, allowing its embodiment in physical filth to symbolize a violation of 
accepted behavior, and the social marginalization that inevitably follows.  Applying Douglas’ theory 
to a reading of Winn’s photograph, one might view his surroundings—an untreated concrete wall 
discolored by patches of apparent grime—as an indication of his pollution and the alienation it 
engenders, in this case stemming from his homosexuality.  If the notion of dirt, by Douglas’ logic, 
signifies separation from compliant, ‘pure’ society, then its manifestation in Winn’s environment 
supplements the implications of his bizarre self-sodomy, clearly evoking the specific abjection of 
furtive homosexuality.   
 
Openness – The Gaze 
On the other end of the iconographic binary, there exists a body of visual artworks that 
emphasize overtness as their commanding tenor, depicting gay eroticism and HIV/AIDS with 
varying degrees of unapologetic frankness.  Without question, this represents the counter-response 
of the homosexual community in the face of HIV/AIDS, who just as often sought disclosure and 
visibility as they did covertness and obscurity.  The fundamental urgency of a mounting lethal 
contagion intensified and politicized the need for sexual revelation, which translated socially into 
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militant activism, and artistically into themes of exposure.  Countless artists from the AIDS 
epidemic demonstrate a willingness, if not an impulse, to depict their subjects with complete and 
utter transparency, and with a subversive self-confidence entirely lacking in the iconography of 
secrecy and concealment.  Defying widespread homophobia and sex panic, these artists deliberately 
underscored their subject’s homosexuality by either capturing barefaced expressions of it—as in 
Mapplethorpe’s Self Portrait with Whip—or by capturing its manifestation in the PWA body—as in 
Fox-Solomon’s New York, 1987.  The paramount thread connecting such overt portrayals is the 
homosexual subject’s gaze, which functions critically to amplify other intimations of disclosure, and 
confrontationally to assert brazen pride in such revelation.   
The significance of the gaze extends to disciplines beyond art history—maintaining 
particularly strong discursive presences in psychoanalytic and feminist theory—but its canonical 
status as a visual trope stems from its ability to illustrate systems of power.  In artistic 
representation, the gaze establishes hierarchies of subjectivity.  It delineates the relative positions of 
subject and viewer to engender dynamics of agency in observation, treating the viewer as active 
participant in initiating and deciphering engagement with the subject.  Though it exists in various 
forms, the gaze typically refers to that of the spectator, meaning the gaze of the viewer at the 
subject of an image.  Their agency derives from the practical initiation of the gaze, as s/he alone 
decides to observe an image.  As scholars have consistently noted, this represents much more than 
the mere act of looking; according to Jonathan Schroder, the gaze signifies a psychological dynamic 
of power in which the gazer retains superiority over the object of the gaze.60   In many cases, this 
shifts entirely with the object’s return of the spectator’s gaze, which deflects commanding power 
from the viewer’s practical initiation to the subject of the image’s reciprocal sustainment of the 
gaze.  Semiotics scholars Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen describe a particularly relevant 
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conception of this return as a gaze of “direct address,” in which the subject’s gaze “demands” the 
relegation of viewer to object.61  Inverting the traditional dynamic of surveillance, the subject’s (of 
the image) reciprocal gaze imbues him/her with the agency held by the surveyor, disempowering 
the viewer by repositioning them as surveyed.   Undoubtedly, this provokes disquiet through the 
reversal of convention; the subject’s (of the image) gaze confronts the viewer with the superiority 
s/he feels entitled to, and thus causes them to feel accosted by the power of the image’s subject.   
The gaze functions to this effect in the conventions of overtness, in which typically 
disempowered subjects—gay men and/or PWAs—use their gaze to reclaim their agency, and, in 
this case, their abjection as well.   Countless works from the AIDS epidemic portray their subjects 
as they gaze at the viewer, soliciting us to enter the most intimate, private worlds with acute self-
awareness and utmost transparency.  When that world contains patent homoeroticism or venereal 
disease, its inhabitant’s gaze suggestively affirms these implicit disclosures, simply by virtue of their 
willingness to be surveyed in such a sexually revealing manner.  From the perspective of a crisis-era 
viewer, a male body blemished with Kaposi’s Sarcoma lesions, or engaged in an act of self-inflicted 
sodomy, would certainly denote the homosexuality assumed to presuppose seropositivity.  When 
that body returns the spectator’s gaze, it suggests the intentionality of its revealing display, implying 
the subject’s corroborative tenacity in flaunting the marks of his deviance.   
The consciousness of self embodied in the gaze evokes a critical aspect of Kristeva’s theory 
of abjection: the “fascinated victim,” who reclaims his abjection to transform it into agency.62  
Aware of their otherness and fearful of the erasure that can potentially accompany it, these 
“fascinated victims” prevent such vanishing by consciously and overtly emphasizing their perceived 
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repugnancy.63  In images of homosexual and/or PWA subjects, their gaze evokes the calculated 
self-assertion associated with Kristeva’s “fascinated victims,” allowing them to divergently harness 
the power in disclosure and transparency.  With sheer defiance, their reciprocal gaze subverts crisis-
era standards of homosexual furtiveness by signifying the fundamental opposite—the overt and 
confrontational exposure of self.   
Such revelation becomes particularly loaded, and also profoundly validated, when the gaze 
belongs to the artist himself.  When we lock eyes with Robert Mapplethorpe, for example, as he 
inserts a leather bullwhip into his own rectum, the impulse to resist its most obvious implication—
that he avowedly participates in homosexual sadomasochism—becomes markedly diminished, for 
he has consciously captured himself in a beckoning expression of his own sexuality.  When a 
terminally seropositive and naked Mark Morrisroe stares at us unflinchingly from his deathbed, we 
do not question the apparent revelation of his own homosexuality, which he conveys through the 
exposure of his genitals and distinctive PWA emaciation.  Amplifying and verifying other 
intimations of homosexuality, the gaze acts supplementally as a critical signifier of disclosure, 
emulating the kind of unapologetic, defiant candor that guided AIDS activism throughout the crisis 
era.  The fundamental antithesis to covertness and shame, the gaze represents the converse 
abundance of pride and empowerment that could accompany gay divulgence in the 1980s and 
1990s, evoking its significance in the psychosocial landscape of the AIDS epidemic.   
Though it precedes the official rise of the AIDS epidemic by approximately three 
years, Robert Mapplethorpe’s Self Portrait with Whip (1978; Figure 7) profoundly influenced, and 
now supremely embodies, the significance of the gaze as a tool of disclosure.  Its date of 
creation, 1978, justifies its introductory position within the present category, prefacing the 
gaze’s dynamic range of confrontation with a particularly belligerent and iconic example.   
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Furthermore, it accounts for the exceeding degree of aggression conveyed in Mapplethorpe’s 
gaze.  Photographing himself in a pre-AIDS society, Mapplethorpe was able to assert 
homosexuality with greater conviction and significantly lower risk, as disclosure was not yet 
seen as an indication of seropositivity.  Though a testament to this era’s climate of tolerance, his 
direct, determined, and self-assured gaze undoubtedly shaped conventions of overtness that 
would soon emerge with the advent of HIV/AIDS.    
Photographed in 1978, Mapplethorpe’s self-portrait captures the artist himself 
engaged in the homoerotic act of self-inflicted sodomy; with his naked anus facing the camera, 
Mapplethorpe hunches and peers over his shoulder as he sodomizes himself with a black 
leather bullwhip, his determined gaze accosting the viewer and demanding reciprocation.  In 
positioning himself as the agent and object of his own penetration, Mapplethorpe signals his 
own involvement in the marginalized subculture of homosexual sadomasochism—a fetish 
practice marked by the infliction or reception of physical pain for sexual pleasure.  An avowed 
participant in this peripheral eroticism, Mapplethorpe willingly objectifies his sexual 
“otherness” for the disdainful gaze of a heteronormative audience, though the directness of his 
own evokes agency rather than powerlessness.64   
Considered from the later perspective of a crisis-era viewer, Mapplethorpe’s self-sodomy 
would legibly denote the seropositivity presumed to accompany homosexuality, particularly in a 
form as reputedly deviant and licentious as sadomasochism.  Yet despite the abjection this would 
expectedly engender, Mapplethorpe appears with a conspicuous lack of shame and converse 
abundance of pride in his own homosexuality, seemingly unfazed by the additional stigma of gay 
S&M.  His unrelenting stare, determined to the point of smugness and inviting of the spectator’s 
gaze, suggests intentionality, as well as satisfaction, in asserting his affinity for eroticized violence 
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and dangerous pleasure.65  His gaze both supplements and amplifies the sexual disclosure conveyed 
by his position as the penetrator and the penetrated, subverting societal expectations of 
homosexual shame, reticence, and secrecy.  An influential forerunner to the iconography of 
overtness, Mapplethorpe’s Self Portrait with Whip layers a piercing subjective gaze upon flagrant 
homoeroticism to not only bespeak its artist’s sexuality, but to evoke the personal agency and 
subversive defiance often achieved through unapologetic sexual disclosure.    
In Nan Goldin’s photograph Gilles Dusein and Gotscho (1993; Figure 6), the gaze functions 
unconventionally but nonetheless effectively, initiated by a background figurine to reinforce the 
homoeroticism of two foregrounded male subjects.  It follows Mapplethorpe’s image in the present 
study because of the contrasting mildness of its gaze, allowing it to preface the gaze’s increasingly 
blunt aggression within the following works.  Taken in 1993, the image arose from a larger series 
documenting the final years of Goldin’s close friend, Gilles—a homosexual art dealer from Paris—
until his AIDS-related death in 1992.66  Such personal intimacy between artist and subject exists at 
the core of Goldin’s aesthetic, which assumes a documentary approach in style and content.  An 
active member of the New York City counterculture, Goldin spent much of the 1980s and 1990s 
photographing the dynamic social and sexual lives of her closest friends, many of whom were 
homosexual artists.  Saturated in color and lit with a single strobe, her photographs appear 
strikingly as snapshots of organic, ephemeral moments—the inhale of a cigarette, the application of 
lipstick, a post-coital embrace, a fit of laughter.  Here, in Gilles Dusein and Gotscho, Goldin captures a 
homosexual couple’s affection.  Preceding the terminal stages of Gilles’ HIV infection—though 
these are later depicted in gut-wrenching detail—the photograph depicts him in a carefree, 
endearing moment with his long-time boyfriend, Gotscho.  With Gilles facing frontally and 
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Gotscho facing away, the men sit shoulder-to-shoulder on a large cushioned bench; craning their 
heads sideways to accommodate their orientations, they burrow their faces into one another’s 
necks, their bodies locked in an armless embrace.  Gilles appears in ostensibly robust health, not yet 
displaying the marks or emaciation of a terminal PWA, but nonetheless contrasts with Gotscho’s 
physicality, his exceedingly muscular back made visible by his skimpy tank top and reverse position.  
The subjects appear against the bottom portions of three large, frosted glass windows, which 
surround them with a bright natural light that indicates some comfort with a degree of visibility.  
The windows’ translucence imbues the photograph with an soft, irradiating light, producing a 
bright limpidity that runs counter to the general murkiness of conspicuously covert images.  In such 
representations, the homosexual subject(s) typically appears in dimness, seclusion, or haziness—a 
stark contrast with the radiant clarity of Goldin’s photograph.  A stack of coffee table books sits 
adjacent to the men, and bolsters the implications of the finely upholstered bench to evoke a 
seemingly heteronormative domestic setting.  This comes into tension with Gilles and Gotscho’s 
apparent homosexuality, conveyed most obviously through the tenderness and intimacy of their 
physical embrace.   
Such implicit disclosure becomes activated, in a sense, by the subtle background presence 
of a two-dimensional cutout, which depicts two male figures gazing at the viewer from the space 
behind Gilles and Gotscho.  The foregrounded couple obstructs a large portion of the cutout, 
leaving only fully visible the right-hand figure’s face and the left-hand figure’s left eye; nonetheless, 
it clearly represents two proximate and seemingly well-groomed men, the more visible of which 
wears a cobalt shirt with a white collar and what appears to be a slim necktie.  Their gaze skirts the 
upper edge of Gilles’ left shoulder, which in turn directs and fastens the viewer’s gaze to the precise 
locale of the enacted homoeroticism.  With exceptional subtlety, the cutout’s position allows its 
gaze to anchor another revealing path of observation.  Beginning with a foregrounded white teacup 
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that rests in Gilles’ left hand, the viewer’s gaze gravitates towards an adjacent tattoo of intersecting 
swords printed on his right forearm; now at the center of the image, where the men’s bodies 
connect, the viewer follows the curve of Gotscho’s back and neck in a clockwise direction, 
returning their gaze to the background cutout.  Arguably, visual trajectory might compensate for 
the cutout’s gaze functioning secondarily as a representation in a representation, but the visual flow 
between these three elements—the cutout, Gilles’ teacup, and his tattoo—imbues the secondary 
gaze with important gendered meaning.  The subtext of masculinity embodied in the sword patently 
evokes male warriorship.  Appearing on Gilles’ centrally-located forearm, the sword tattoo clashes 
with the unequivocal femininity of his adjacent teacup and saucer.  Made of white porcelain and 
printed with a delicate floral design, they imbue Gilles with a feminine daintiness certainly not 
associated with heterosexual masculinity, but instead stereotypically associated with male 
homosexuality.   The visual juxtaposition of these gendered elements reasserts Gilles’ identity as a 
homosexual man, and their direction towards the background cutout bestows its gaze with 
heightened power.  In Laura Mulvey’s feminist theory, the man’s gaze surveys the woman, made 
passive and sexual by her position as object.67   Her inferiority lies in her status as the surveyed, and 
she lacks agency altogether in deflecting the male gaze.  Applying Mulvey’s theory to a reading of 
Goldin’s cutout, its gaze seems empowered by the inversion of this paradigm.  Imbued with 
femininity through its relation to Gilles’ teacup, the cutout’s gaze reclaims a dominant stereotype of 
gay men to transform their abjection into unexpected agency.    
Though visually quite understated, the cutout’s gaze facilitates overtness and disclosure first 
by virtue of its subjects’ probable homosexuality; displayed in the home of an evidently gay couple, 
a cardboard cutout of two adjacent male figures seems most likely a depiction of a homosexual 
couple in itself, legitimizing their inanimate gaze as a secondary tool of disclosure.  Supplementing 
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its content, the cutout’s overlapping position allows it to function as a kind of secondary surrogate 
for Gilles and Gotscho, whose embrace inhibits a potential gaze of their own.  Fixed level with the 
couple’s entwined heads, the cutout’s gaze appears to substitute for Gilles and Gotscho’s 
lackthereof, confronting the viewer with a silent affirmation of the foregrounded homoeroticism.  
Lastly, it confronts the viewer directly but unabrasively, its subtle reclamation of femininity and 
homosexuality tacitly asserting Gilles and Gotscho’s superior power.  Appearing in a domestic 
setting filled with natural light—rather than a furtive space of dim isolation—the cutout’s gaze 
signifies power in transparency.  It positively reinforces the couple’s nonchalance in openly 
expressing their homosexuality, and, substituting for their own hidden gaze, positions disclosure as 
a tool of empowerment and a source of defiant agency.    
Diverging from the mildness of Goldin’s cutout, the gaze functions transgressively in 
Mark Chester’s overtly sexual and deeply revealing portrait of Robert Chesley, a close friend and 
former lover of the artist who died of AIDS in 1990.68  Similar to Mapplethorpe, Chesley creates 
sexually explicit images aimed to represent and dignify a marginalized sexual subculture that he 
himself claimed membership in.  A self-avowed “gay radical sex photographer,” Chester has spent 
upwards of thirty years documenting his experiences in San Francisco’s underground sex scene, 
producing what he describes as a “dark explicit diary” of homosexual eroticism.69  In a specific 
series of portraits titled “Diary of a Thought Criminal,” Chester documents his ex-lover Chesley 
from 1982 until his AIDS-related death in 1990.  It culminates in a final subset depicting a visibly 
seropositive Chesley wearing his Superman fetish costume, his erect penis exposed and his upper 
body blemished with Kaposi’s Sarcoma lesions.  The specific image exhibited here belongs to this 
final subset, entitled Robert Chesley, KS Portraits with Harddick and Superman Spandex #4 (Figure 8).  
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The photograph captures Chesley in what appears to be a professional studio environment; he 
stands upright against a solid white backdrop printed with an enlarged projection of his shadow, 
suggesting that he faces a spotlight directly.  He wears the spandex Superman costume 
characteristic of the larger series—denoting his involvement in fetishistic sexual role play—but 
pulls it down below his waist to expose KS lesions blotched across his chest and arms, a legible and 
repellent marker of seropositivity in the climate of the AIDS epidemic.  Though already intimated 
by his manifest HIV/AIDS, Chesley’s homosexuality is made concrete by the deliberate and 
manual display of his erect penis, which he extracts from an opening in the crotch of his costume 
and presents with his right hand.  Protruding outwards toward the viewer from his spandex 
bodysuit, Chesley’s erect penis glaringly aligns him with a sexual subculture fervently reviled and 
marginalized during the epidemic, as its reputed licentiousness was presumed to threaten the 
purity—both sexual and medical—of heteronormative sexuality.  Chesley’s patent sexual disclosure 
is thus doubly loaded, and his unabashed homosexuality bears the added stigma of a particularly 
outlandish and stigmatized fetish form.  Yet in this act of potentially inflammatory exposure, 
Chesley appears completely at ease; he gazes at the camera intentionally but nonchalantly, his 
crooked, open smile evoking the expression one might make during laughter.  Such apparent light-
heartedness exists in fundamental tension with the grave implications of his lesioned torso, making 
his evident comfort and amusement seem all the more counterintuitive and ironic.  But as the 
casual frankness of his gaze might suggest, this comfort arguably stems from the psychosocial 
freedom of blatantly disclosed, unconcealed homosexuality.   
In an open display of his embodied infection and “deviant” sexuality, the blitheness of 
Chesley’s intentional gaze seems subtly satirical in its subversive implications.  Insouciantly staring 
at the viewer while smiling, Chesley appears perceptibly content, even genuinely happy, flaunting an 
identity otherwise disdained by heteronormative society: overtly gay man with manifest 
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HIV/AIDS.  His erect penis and fetish costume denote persistent sexual activity in spite of his 
infection, an unflinching libido that directly undermines crisis era societal pressures of gay 
abstinence and furtiveness.70  With his body marked by desire as much as disease, Chesley patently 
assumes the repugnant identity of an overtly and actively sexual person with AIDS.71  Evocatively 
affirming these sexual disclosures, Chesley’s gaze signifies a conscious yet unconcerned willingness 
to be photographed in a manner so profoundly and intelligibly revealing.  The pointed bluntness of 
his gaze does not eclipse its cheery nonchalance, amplifying the defiance of Chesley’s sexual 
revelation by imbuing it with a sense of subtle, perverse amusement.  He stares at us with smugness 
as he deliberately flaunts the marks of his particularly divergent gay eroticism, boldly challenging 
societal expectations of homosexual shame and concealment.  The gaze thus functions critically and 
compellingly in Mark Chester’s overtly sexual portrait, initiated by the gay PWA to not only refuse 
relegation to the homosexual closet, but to convey subversive comfort and contentment in glaring, 
unabashed homosexuality.  
Exceeding Chester’s image in its degree of confrontation, Mark Morrisroe’s final self-
portrait (1989; Figure 9) does justice to the significance of the artist’s gaze as it functions 
iconographically, allowing him to confirm and defiantly flaunt his apparent seropositivity.  Like 
many of the artists exhibited here, Morrisroe found commanding inspiration in his own 
homosexuality, and documented his most intimate experiences to weave a visual narrative of his 
own life.72   His photographs trace a biographical thread of gay sexuality, prostitution and terminal 
illness, encapsulating his transition from healthy gay man to, eventually, emaciated PWA.  
Implicated as witness to his gradual demise, the viewer watches helplessly as Morrisroe slips away 
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from health and companionship into solitude and degeneration, culminating in a final pre-mortem 
self-portrait exhibited here for its palpable overtness.   In the truly harrowing untitled photograph, 
Morrisroe appears in the most fatal stages of his HIV/AIDS; gazing upwards at the camera’s aerial 
position, he reclines on his deathbed, naked and skeletal, as he stoically waits to die.  Utterly 
inanimate and emaciated beyond belief, he lies on his back with his upper-body propped against 
pillows, but twists his hips to allow his bent, protuberant knees to topple over onto his right side—
presumably unable to hold them upright due to physical weakness.  The rotation of his lower-body 
allows his outermost thigh to obscure his penis, yet his scrotum hangs below his inner thighs and 
visibly rests on the bed sheet beneath him.  With his right hand softly touching his right knee, he 
extends his left arm outwards and places his hand palm-down on the bed sheet, as if beckoning the 
viewer to the empty space beside his exposed scrotum.  The unusually high camera position—
seemingly fastened to the ceiling above Morrisroe—gives him the appearance of a cadaver on an 
examination table, positioning the viewer as aerial surveyor of his disintegrating, corpselike 
anatomy.  Most unnervingly, however, he gazes upwards at the camera with conviction and 
intentionality, inviting the viewer to become fully transfixed with his unsightly self-display.  The 
suggestiveness of his gaze amplifies that of his come-hither bodily position, and thus arguably 
evokes the attribution of Morrisroe’s emaciation to venereal illness.  Initiated by the avowedly gay 
artist, the gaze seems a calculated affirmation of his apparent seropositivity, allowing Morrisroe to 
disclose his HIV/AIDS with unapologetic, confrontational frankness.  
By virtue of his dual position as artist and subject, Morrisroe’s gaze signifies a willing and 
commanding desire to be placed on display and surveyed by a spectator, imbuing his self-portrait 
with a palpable tenor of overtness and visibility.  His evident solitude might be used to argue 
otherwise, but the nature of the photograph’s creation weakens potential arguments of secrecy and 
nondisclosure; though taken upon his request and under his direction, Morrisroe’s self portrait was 
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technically captured by his close friend, photographer Gail Thacker.73  This not only confirms that 
he had company during his self-display, but also testifies to his committed intentionality and 
specificity in pictorially exhibiting his PWA body.  Morrisroe’s control over Thacker’s execution 
lends heightened deliberacy to the camera’s overhead position, which has profound effects on the 
poignancy of his gaze.  Scholar Fiona Johnstone illuminates these in her discussion of Morrisroe’s 
self-portrait, arguing that the aerial perspective elicits a disjuncture between the artist as subject and 
object, which in turn creates the impression of Morrisroe looking back down upon himself in a 
reflective, dissociative experience.74  His gaze thus seems exceptionally self-aware, signifying his 
conscious and willing decision to not only place himself as object of surveillance, but to do so in a 
manner aimed at transparency and revelation.  To a crisis era viewer, Morrisroe’s unflinching stare 
would—metaphorically speaking—act as a sort of frozen, silent nod, affirming their conjectural 
assumptions of HIV/AIDS and the sexual perversion it allegedly presupposed.  Above all, 
however, and to any viewer, Morrisroe’s gaze is utterly forthright and devoid of shame entirely, 
imbuing his self-portrait with an unabashed overtness that challenges the societal secrecy and 
concealment of homosexuality during the AIDS epidemic.  
This study culminates with what is undoubtedly one of the most confrontational artworks 
created in recent memory, displaying a truly unparalleled degree of frankness in its exposure of the 
PWA body, and in the conviction of the PWA’s gaze.  Titled New York, 1987, the photograph 
belongs to a highly controversial series created by photographer Rosalind Fox-Solomon, who 
visualizes a spectrum of AIDS-related suffering in a noticeably documentary aesthetic; infusing 
spontaneity with a sense of calculated surveillance, Solomon captures her PWA subjects with an 
unflinching directness that, at times, flirts with belligerence and unpalatability.  Taken in New York 
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in the late 1980s—the hub and peak of the AIDS epidemic—the photograph exhibited here 
captures a posed male subject exhibiting the Kaposi’s Sarcoma lesions that blemish his upper body.  
Standing upright and topless in front of a mantelpiece, he raises his arms and folds them behind his 
head to showcase the flesh on his underarms and torso, revealing a number of dark abscesses 
blotched across their surface.  Within the culture of the 1980s and 1990s, these marks quite literally 
marked their host as HIV-positive and therefore, in the case of men, homosexual as well.   The 
lesions denote Solomon’s subject’s HIV/AIDS in an intelligible and patent manner, and his 
willingness to display them certainly conveys a divergent propensity for disclosure and visibility.  
Echoing the implications of his unguarded pose, the PWA gazes at the viewer with palpable 
conviction and unapologetic frankness, signifying an active desire for transparency that, in the 
climate of the AIDS crisis, challenged the expectation of suffering in silence or secret.   
By virtue of his central position in the frame, his gaze both anchors and fortifies 
surrounding intimations of homosexuality, most notably the subtle eroticism of the objects on the 
background mantelpiece.  To the right of the PWA, a small portrait of two smiling young men 
appears behind four miniatures of Classical busts and torsos—objects that contain loaded 
connotations given her subject’s apparent seropositivity.   As recognizable symbols of ideal 
masculinity and, more specifically, the ideal male body, one might understand their adjacency to 
Solomon’s subject as indicating his homosexuality; furthermore, he physically echoes their poses 
and fragmentation, thus amplifying the subtext of the portrait behind them.  Though impossible to 
verify, I believe that the portrait depicts Solomon’s subject, prior to his HIV/AIDS diagnosis, 
alongside a male lover; their joyous expressions and naked chests evoke a homoeroticism that 
echoes the subtext of the proximate figurines, particularly the two depicting chiseled male torsos.  
Furthermore, the portrait’s display on the center of the mantelpiece, as well as its medium as a 
drawing rather than photograph, denotes its sentimental value as a portrait of a loved one—more 
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specifically, I believe, a loved one lost to HIV/AIDS, as its visual juxtaposition with the infected 
PWA seems neither accidental nor insignificant in context.  Instead, it evokes the popular 
conflation of homosexuality with HIV/AIDS that so powerfully influenced the iconography of 
overtness, in that visualizing both matters allowed individuals stigmatized by them to compensate 
for their loss of dignity and visibility.  The PWA’s gaze thus seems all more calculated as an implicit 
but defiant form of supplementary disclosure, amplifying the revelation of his diseased AIDS body 
to deliberately, patently, and proudly verify his apparent homosexuality.  
 
Conclusion 
As revealed in the present study, ‘art about AIDS’ thematically oscillates between 
competing poles of abject secrecy and brazen overtness, illuminating the duality, as well as the sheer 
gravity, of homosexual disclosure during the twenty-year crisis.  Potent themes of isolation, 
repression, and solitude evoke the prevailing metaphor of the homosexual closet, whose furtiveness 
and abjection often manifest in the form of visual uncanniness.  These signifiers of covertness 
construct an iconography of secrecy and seclusion that—when read through a lens of divulgence 
rather than morbidity—indicates the menace of sexual disclose, and the psychosocial violence of 
concealment and self-erasure.  Concurrently, however, there exists a body of artworks that 
pointedly underscore unabashed transparency as their principal conviction, dissenting from the 
societal repression of gay sexuality by depicting it with raw candor and, quintessentially, an 
unapologetic gaze.  In such images, the homosexual and/or PWA subject gazes at the viewer 
directly and confrontationally to reject expectations of shame and discretion; accompanying other 
implicit revelations, such as Kaposi’s Sarcoma lesions or a depicted sexual act, their gaze allows 
them to reclaim their abjection by facilitating the overt, unapologetic proclamation of 
homosexuality.   
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From these dichotomous iconographies, sexual disclosure emerges as the paramount 
psychosocial dimension of the AIDS epidemic, balkanizing gay men into two distinct categories of 
identity and existence.   The pervasive artistic binary of secrecy and overtness sweepingly 
transcends themes of illness and mortality, which competes with the conventional conception of 
AIDS as a crisis of death and disease.  Instead, it underscores divulgence and visibility as the most 
implacable torments of this twenty-year period, evocatively revealing the ascendancy of disclosure 
as a crippling dilemma and pivotal decision confronting gay men in the time of HIV/AIDS.   
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Figures 
 
Figure 1 
Patrick Webb  
Lamentation of Punchinello/By Punchinello’s Bed, 1992 
Oil on linen, 76 x 116 inches 
The Leslie-Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art, New York 
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Figure 2 
Hugh Steers 
Showers II, 1990 
Oil on canvas, 42 1/4 x 51 inches 
The Alexander Gray Gallery, New York 
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Figure 3 
Robert Mapplethorpe 
Ken and Tyler, 1985 
Platinum Print, 23 3/8 x 19 9/16 inches 
The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 
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Figure 4 
Bill Jacobson  
Interim Couple #1164, 1994 
Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10 inches 
The Brooklyn Museum, New York 
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Figure 5 
Albert Winn  
Psycho Drama: Playing with Myself (series), 1989 
Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10 inches 
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Figure 6 
Robert Mapplethorpe  
Self Portrait with Whip – 1978 
Unique gelatin silver print, 14 x 14 inches 
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Figure 7 
Nan Goldin  
Gilles Dusein and Gotscho, 1993 
Dye-bleach print, 27 x 40 inches 
The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
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Figure 8  
Mark I. Chester 
Robert Chesley, KS Portraits with Harddick and Superman Spandex #4, 1989-1995 
Silver gelatin print, 11 x 14 inches 
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Figure 9 
Mark Morrisroe  
Untitled (Self Portrait), 1989  
Black-and-white Polaroid photograph, 3 3/4 x 2 7/8 inches 
The Collection Ringier at the Fotomuseum Winterthur, Switzerland 
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Figure 10 
Rosalind Fox-Solomon  
New York, 1987, 1988  
Gelatin silver print, dimensions unknown 
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